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N A RRAT I V E

Book Clubs in a Pandemic: Student Choice and
Flexible Pedagogies as We Learned More About
Ourselves and the World

A

NAITNAPHIT LIMLAMAI

t the ALAN Awards and Breakfast during
the NCTE 2020 Annual Convention,
Angie Thomas referenced the movie series
Back to the Future as a way to analogize
the relationship between students, books,
and teachers. The students, Thomas said, are Marty McFly,
moving back and forth in time and experiences. The books
are the DeLorean, offering the way by which readers—
Martys—are transported. Teachers are Doc Brown, who set
up the destinations through their selection of books and
facilitate the movement of students through the books we ask
them to read.
Books can indeed transport us and immerse us into
their settings, conflicts, and textures. Through books we
can glimpse experiences unlike our own, but also see our
experiences reflected back to us (Bishop, 1990). Seeing our
experiences or those of others allows us the opportunity to
talk about these experiences (Muhammad, 2002; O’Reilley,
1993; Rosenblatt, 1995; Shalaby, 2017), using the books as a
catalyst to ask questions and explore ideas and questions that
come up as a result of the situations in books that we might
otherwise not have an opportunity to discuss. Books can help
us develop empathy too, but that development isn’t inherent:
just because we read a book about people who aren’t like us
doesn’t guarantee that we will learn to feel with the people
in the book. Sometimes, in fact, our own negative views and
stereotypes of others become entrenched as we read, as our
own perspectives of reading and learning the stories of others
can make us think that others don’t actually have it as bad
as they make it out to seem (Keen, 2006; Rantala et al., 2016;
Ritivoi, 2016; Sowards & Pineda, 2013). A Doc Brown, or a
facilitator, can thus serve as a thoughtful and important guide
to push readers’ thinking and work through questions with
readers.
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In the 2020-2021 school year, with two small book clubs
of middle school boys, one 6th grade and one 8th grade,
I attempted to play the role of Doc Brown. Together, we
selected DeLoreans that would allow us to learn more about
ourselves, others, and the world, transporting us outside our
Zoom rooms: to cheer on a high school basketball team in
Oakland, California; to wonder about a conversation between
two cousins in Harlem; to consider the arbitrary function of
blood in the Stilts; and to move 600 years from the past to
the present in an attempt to understand the origins of racist
and white supremacist ideas in America. Books also served
as models for our writing, allowing us to experiment and
offer feedback to each other on our short pieces; we became
authors and engaged readers, asking questions about choices
and making considerations of audience. After more than a
year of online schooling, these book clubs offered us a space
to engage with books on our own terms and for me to develop
new ideas about what it means to teach.
Context
Beginning in the summer of 2020 and running through
the 2020-2021 school year, I met online with two book clubs
of adolescent readers: a pair of 6th graders and a pair of 8th
graders. While the 6th graders elected to take a break in the
summer of 2021, the 8th graders—now 9th graders—and I
kept reading together. Although small, we have been able to
learn with and from each other in generative ways.
The boys in the book club are friends with each other,
having attended elementary school together; they attend
different middle schools within the same district. They’re
also brothers with the boys in the other book club: the 6th
grade book club is composed of me, Nessie, and Chapter
Chat. The 8th grade book club members are me, Jack, and
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Tyler. Nessie and Jack are brothers; Chapter Chat and Tyler
are brothers. Nessie and Jack identify as white boys; Chapter
Chat and Tyler identify as Black boys; I identify as an Asian
American woman. I’ve known Nessie and Jack their entire
lives because my partner has been friends with one of their
parents since grade school; I’ve just met Chapter Chat and
Tyler via video conference. Outside of reading in book club,
we also enjoy other activities, and I used knowledge of readers’
outside-of-school hobbies to ask about their lives as we began
each session: Chapter Chat and Tyler play soccer, Jack plays
baseball, Nessie plays the saxophone, and I play basketball and
cook.
Jack and Nessie’s mom and I had been talking for a few
months about forming a book club comprised of me and her
sons, just for fun and to read together, when the pandemic
gave us the exigence to establish of our reading groups. After
verifying with each of the brothers that this was something
they wanted to do, I asked them to invite a friend or two to
join us in our reading. Jack and Nessie each selected one friend
who happened to be brothers as well.
The 8th grade set of readers—Jack and Tyler—identified
as readers before we began reading. Jack advocated for book
clubs as soon as his mother and I started talking about them
and thought immediately of Tyler as the friend he wanted
to invite to join because, according to both boys, Tyler loves
books and reading.
Chapter Chat and Nessie, at the time we started book
clubs, read books during SSR (silent sustained reading) in
homeroom during the school day, but neither read frequently
for fun before we started book club. At the end of book club,
Chapter Chat wrote, “I have learned to love books more
because I used to never read but now that I have joined this
book club I have been reading every week.” About halfway
through the school year, in an off-hand comment Nessie
made, we learned that he had been reading regularly to his
little brother, a Kindergartener at the time, and also began
picking up his own books to read in between book club
meetings. When we paused our book club for the summer,
Nessie had plans to read the Harry Potter series. He is currently
on book 2.
For as long as my memory goes back, I have identified
as a reader. During the pandemic, to keep my mind occupied
between other graduate school tasks, writing, and teaching,
I began reading multiple books, picking up books before
finishing them and amassing almost a dozen fiction and
nonfiction books that I’d rotate through. Although never a

strong reader of young adult (YA) books, even as a former high
school English teacher, reading in book club and expanding
the repertoire of YA books I have read and has made me an
advocate of the genre. This has held especially true as the
books have facilitated discussions of complex topics in ways
that are relatable and accessible (Buehler, 2016).
Book clubs can be many things, and are generally
understood to refer to groups that get together to discuss
an agreed-upon book. I’ve also been a member of adult
book clubs where we have gathered to drink wine and talk,
reading and discussion of books optional. Book clubs are
also something that as English teachers we set up in our
classrooms. In the high school classes I taught, I called them
literature circles and they involved each member of the lit
circle taking on a rotating role as they read: literary luminary,
illustrator, questioner, and connector. In teacher preparation
classes I teach, after reading one whole-class pedagogical text,
preservice teachers select two books to read with two small
groups of classmates: one to read and discuss a book they
might read with the students they teach, and one to simulate
a professional learning community. For the 6th and 8th grade
experiences, book clubs were an online space where we met
together to ask questions and talk about books, or, as Chapter
Chat sent me in a text when deciding on his pseudonym, “We
read chapters in the book and then we chat about them.” They
were also a space where we could write, inspired by the books
and each other. And finally, they were a space where I learned
about the members: their likes and dislikes, their dynamics
with other family members, and their vulnerabilities.
At the first meeting of each book club, we set up a
regular date and time to chat. Except for the time in-between
books when we were acquiring the next book, we met every
other week, via Zoom, after school. After reading the first
book with the 8th graders, we decided to meet twice per book
rather than every other week: once to talk about the first half
of the book and once to talk about the entire book. Because
of our busy schedules, we met on the first Saturday of every
month.
The 8th grade boys selected every book we read. When
our book club began, Jack and Tyler set up a group text and
included me: they had “searched up top ya books and decided
on” Red Queen by Victoria Aveyard. After finishing Red
Queen (2015), they wanted to continue the series, so we read
Glass Sword (2016), King’s Cage (2017), and War Storm (2018).
In one book club meeting where the boys mentioned that the
relationship between the Silvers and Reds in the book “was
LAJM, Fall/Winter 2021 19
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just like systemic racism,” I mentioned Stamped: Racism,
Antiracism, And You: A Remix of the National Book AwardWinning Stamped From the Beginning (Reynolds & Kendi,
2020), and both boys decided that after the Red Queen series
they wanted to read it. Stamped is divided into five parts,
and we met once every other week to discuss each part. As we
read the YA remix version of the book, I also read Stamped
From the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas
in America (Kendi, 2016) for additional context; because it
had been sitting on my shelf for a bit, this seemed like a good
time to read it.
After the school year ended and we wrapped up discussing
Stamped, the boys decided that “they didn’t have a lot going
on” in the summer and wanted to continue reading. They
said they were a little nervous about high school, and that
contributed to their desire to keep reading as well. After
deciding on fantasy, I Googled “YA fantasy” and sent them
the first hit on Google: a bookriot.com list of the 50 best
YA fantasy books. When we came together to put forth our
choices to decide which one to read, after each boy shared
their choices they asked which ones I picked. I said that I
wanted the choice to be completely theirs—since I’m an
adult, kids seem to think my book choices have more weight
and I wanted this to be something they picked entirely. After
narrowing it down to three choices, we decided on Seafire
by Natalie C. Parker (2018). The boys were drawn to the plot
and that the book is in a series. While fantasy fiction—YA or
otherwise—is not my go-to choice, I keep in mind Buehler’s
(2016) advice from Teaching Reading with YA Literature:
Complex Texts, Complex Lives that, as teachers, we need to
read books outside our own reading preferences in order to be
productive matchmakers of books and students. Reading YA
fantasy in book club affords me the opportunity to increase
my knowledge and repertoire of the genre and discuss the
books with adolescent readers who are engaged by it.
I selected the initial book that we were going to read in
the 6th grade book club; they didn’t have a strong opinion
about the choice, and both seemed interested in Dragon Hoops
(Yang, 2020). Because I wanted them to choose the books,
they decided next on Swindle by Gordon Korman (2008).
During our reading, we discovered that we really didn’t like
the book; the boys found the plot implausible and the writing
repetitive. Rather than belabor our discussion of the book, I
suggested that we use the book as a catalyst to our writing.
We wrote short pieces inspired by what was happening in the
book and wrote our own version of events via Google docs
20
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using the writing from the book as starting points so that we
could share our work with each other.
After Swindle, the boys decided that I should pick all
the books. This was pretty uncomfortable for me because
their selection of the books was what I wanted to prioritize;
while I did participate in book club because I wanted to read
more YA with young adults and to practice and try out some
pedagogical strategies I teach preservice teachers, those could
be done with any book the boys chose. We compromised: I
offered a few titles each time and then we chose from those
selections. The boys ended up essentially picking books I
brought to the table: Clean Getaway (Stone, 2020) and The
Stars Beneath Our Feet (Moore, 2017). Despite coming to
book club excited to talk about the books and even marking
up one of them with post it notes (that one of the boys did
entirely on his own!) it became harder and harder for us to
meet consistently during Stars because of the boys’ after
school commitments. Upon finishing Stars, the boys decided
to take a break for the summer.
Lessons From Reading
In the sections below I present vignettes and snapshots of
what book club sounded like and conversations we had there.
I have organized this section by selecting three themes that,
looking back, were salient and representative of three main
ways we talked about books. The sections move between the
boys’ voices and my own teaching decisions and why I made
them as we met and chatted and wrote, inspired by books.
Exploring the Relationship Between Reading and Writing
Although I have always identified as a reader, when I was
a high school English teacher, I always felt more comfortable
working with students on writing than with reading. My AP
Lit teacher told my parents that I wasn’t a strong analyzer of
text and I’ve just sort of always hung onto this characterization.
As a result, part of my excitement for book club was to read
and talk about texts with learners, so that I could improve my
reading skills with questions the learners might have about
the texts. What would they notice? How were they taking up
ideas of the book? How were they thinking about the themes
and characters? What kinds of questions would they ask as we
were reading?
The 6th graders and I had had great success reading and
talking about our first book, Dragon Hoops (Yang, 2020), and
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we were moving onto our next selection. Because students
tend to be more invested in books that they themselves select
(Gallagher & Kittle, 2018), I asked them for their suggestions
for our next title. We decided on Swindle by Gordon Korman
(2008), a book about a kid who gets, well, swindled, out of
a valuable baseball card. The wronged youngster collects a
group of his friends, and together they conduct an elaborate
retrieval mission. Chapter Chat and Nessie did not buy this
story at all. They kept saying that the kid was just out of luck,
and that he shouldn’t have trusted the swindler in the first
place. They continually drew on their own experiences of
feeling wronged as kids and the lack of voice and recourse
they felt they had, especially with their family members. They
were also fixated on not doing wrong things: the retrieval
mission for the baseball card involved lying, breaking-andentering and stealing, and they were horrified that anyone
would engage in so much wrongdoing; in fact, they were more
concerned about all the “illegal things” the kids were doing
rather than how they were trying to exert some control over
their lives to get back the baseball card. I tried, unsuccessfully,
to have conversations with them about what to do when you
feel like you’ve been wronged or given short shrift, and they
just kept saying, “But you can’t just steal.” I was worried that
we had exhausted questions and mileage on the book, and
considered my anxieties as a teacher of reading, but then I
remembered that books aren’t just for reading: they can also
serve as models for our writing.
“So I picked a passage that I think will work for us for
our writing,” I said. “I’m sending the Google doc to you now.
Remind me of your emails?”
Chapter Chat and Nessie spelled out their school
addresses, and I invited them to a mad libs-style document I
made using sentences from the book, with spaces for our own
words. As I saw them enter the doc, I explained the directions.
“Do you see the sentence at the top? But with some words
missing? I’ve added blanks where I think we could add our
own words to write our own sentences. And I made a box for
each person. Do you see them?”
The boys nodded and affirmed what they saw: ___
pulled the ___ off the ____. ___ ran to ___ and ___ . In
an instant ____ (p. 190)
After working out the logistics, we spent a few minutes
using the author’s words as a structure for our own creations.
Then, we share.d
“Okay, let’s read them outloud, one at a time. After each
person reads, let’s tell them two things: one thing we thought

was really cool about their work, and one question we have
about it. Who wants to go first?”
“I do!” said Chapter Chat.
“Okay, go for it.”
“Chapter Chat pulled the stick out of his leg. He ran
to the hospital and got to the doctor’s attention so he could
have surgery. In an instant the doctors ran to him put him
in a wheelchair and pushed him into the emergency room.
They started giving Chapter Chat stitches then he screamed
in terrour [sic]. His parents had to calm him down as they
finished up.”
“Awesome. Okay, Nessie, what say you? One thing you
really liked about Chapter Chat’s work.”
“I liked how you can tell that you are moving from the
hospital to the doctor to the emergency room,” said Nessie.
“I liked that too, Chapter Chat. There was a lot of action
in your piece and your verbs help with that movement: pulled,
ran, ran, pushed,” I said. “Okay, what about questions you
have about his work?”
“How did you pull the stick out of your own leg and run
to the hospital?” said Nessie.
“I was wondering the same thing, Chapter Chat. Cause
wouldn’t your leg be hurt?”
“Haha. Oh yeah. Okay, that doesn’t make sense.”
After Nessie and I read our pieces and we gave each other
feedback and asked questions, I asked them if they wanted to
do something like this again. Normally a little ambivalent
about the choices they got to make and preferring to defer
to me to determine how many pages to read or when to
meet, both readily agreed that this was fun and “better than
just talking about the book the whole time,” said Nessie. He
added that this is “different from ELA at school,” and that
he liked it.
“Okay, we can definitely do this again,” I said. “But next
time let’s talk too about how you can pick the passages from
the book.”
“Wait,” Nessie said, “This is a sentence from the book?”
“Yeah. I took out the specifics and left in the action
words so we could fill in our own. Cool, right? We’re getting
close on time here, but you want me to show you next time
how I picked the sentences? But maybe as you read for next
time, you can mark some sentences that you think would be
good for a writing activity, and then we can show each other
and talk it out?”
“Whoa,” Nessie said.
“You want to see the original sentences?” I asked the boys
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to turn to page 190, where the author described in great detail
what happens when you put together raw meat, a very valuable
baseball card, and three hungry dogs.
“Whoa, that was cool. Our sentences were so different,
but kind of the same,” said Nessie.
“Right? Let’s do another one next time, k”?
“Yeah, sounds good,” said Chapter Chat.
“Yeah, good,” said Nessie.
At the beginning of this book club session, after
realizing that we had kind of come to a dead end with our
conversation, I quickly created a Google doc and wrote up a
group of sentences I had pre-selected just in case this happened.
It was kind of awkward trying to simultaneously carry on a
conversation with the boys and set up the doc, but as a teacher,
the practice of doing two unrelated tasks at the same time is
quite common, I think. In making the decision to use the
text as a model for our writing, I was considering the NCTE
statement on Professional Knowledge for the Teaching of
Writing (2016), one of which is that writing and reading are
related. The statement notes that writing and reading are
related in three ways: texts we read can be used as a model
for our writing; writing improves our reading, as we begin to
notice and make decisions about text structure, organization,
and audience; and reading offers us information about our
topics that makes our writing more robust. I figured that if
reading just to read hadn’t become interesting to us anymore,
perhaps reading for writing could.
After we wrote and Nessie said that it was “better than
just talking about the book the whole time,” it made me
think about the variety of language arts dimensions we can
engage with in English class, but how not every dimension
gets the same kinds of attention. With digital tools, like
Google docs, we were able to write, share, and offer feedback
in real time to each other’s work, adding additional language
arts skills (i.e., writing, speaking, listening) into our teaching
and learning. This activity was also a way to introduce peer
review and revisions, as we each shared one element that
resonated with us and one question that we had about each of
our written work.
This activity was also one, like reading and discussion,
where I was able to participate with Chapter Chat and Nessie,
writing alongside them (Kittle, 2008). Just like they did, I
wrote during our writing time, read my work aloud during
the time to share, and asked for feedback: one element that
each boy liked, and one question they had about the work. As
we moved through the summer, the boys brought up passages
22
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that could inspire our writing: in reading Clean Getaway
(Stone, 2020) we wrote frantic voicemails modeled after the
dad’s when he realizes that his mother has absconded with
his son, and notes left by G’Mas when they leave you alone in
an RV at a pit stop as you drive across the country. In reading
The Stars Beneath Our Feet (Moore, 2017), we wrote about
a memory of doing something with a loved one, inspired
by Lolly’s memory of flipping pancakes with his brother
Jermaine. Later in our reading of the same book, we wrote
about the experience of having to share something and our
first memory with a good friend.
The experiences of writing, inspired by our reading,
brought a new dimension to reading and allowed us to use
published writing as models of language and content. Sharing
our writing allowed us to see what others were up to and
normalized giving and receiving feedback in a low-stakes
way. We didn’t write long-form pieces in writing group, but
were I teaching a larger class, I could see myself using this
technique to scaffold us into writing longer work and to
practice peer review and feedback.
Connecting to the Self
In addition to using reading as a bridge to writing, our
reading also served to help us think more about ourselves
and others (Muhammad, 2020), using books as mirrors
and windows (Bishop, 1990). If we take a look at the most
common texts taught in high school English classrooms, we
might see a “pervasive set of texts that populate the syllabi
and bookshelves of classrooms across America” (Macaluso &
Macaluso, 2019, p. ix), including titles such as “Macbeth, To
Kill a Mockingbird…Lord of the Flies…The Odyssey, Romeo
and Juliet … The Great Gatsby” (Styslinger, 2017, p. xi-xii). I
wanted the books in book club to be different, to be mirrors
for Tyler and Chapter Chat and to be windows for Jack and
Nessie. As an Asian American woman who read virtually no
mirrors as a secondary student in ELA classrooms and who
recognizes that the most common and traditional texts
secondary ELA teachers read with adolescent learners draw
from a small set of British and American, male, cisgendered,
monolingual, and monocultural authors (cf, Macaluso &
Macaulso, 2019), I wanted to make sure that the books we were
reading in book club reflected the many social identities of
the readers, the boys. I also wanted the boys to pick the books,
and I could use my role as their facilitator to guide and suggest
titles. This wasn’t a problem for the older kids, who selected
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the fantasy series, The Red Queen. This series presented us
with ways to talk about contemporary racism, how we treat
each other, why, and where those ideas come from.
For the younger boys who wanted me to select the
books, though, I offered suggestions that offered a range
of experiences of Black boys, one that didn’t present them
as criminals, enslaved, or participating in the Civil Rights
Movement of the 1950s-1970s. This led us to reading The Stars
Beneath Our Feet by David Barclay Moore (2017). Stars is the
story of Lolly, who, we learn early in the book, has lost his
older brother. Throughout the book, Lolly learns how to
cope with his brother’s death by building Legos, making new
friends, and exploring his budding interests in architecture,
while fending off a neighborhood gang that wants to recruit
him and building relationships with his mother and father,
both divorced, and their new partners. The boys noticed the
friendship that Lolly is cultivating with Rosamund, another
kid in the same after school program, but who is ostracized
from the other kids, and how they both cope with and
navigate their anger.
“I have so many sticky notes in my book! Look at all
these sticky notes!” Chapter Chat waved his book at us on the
screen.
“Well, let’s go, let’s talk about them!” I said. I did not
direct Chapter Chat to add sticky notes to his book, but he
did, and I was so excited to see them.
“Um, well, there are a lot.” All of a sudden he became
sheepish.
“Did you notice if there were patterns to what you
marked in your book?”
“Oh, yeah, I should have written notes on them so I
remembered what I wanted to say.” Chapter Chat flipped
through the bright green flags.
“It’s okay—you can take a minute to look.”
“Oh! I know! I wanted to talk about how Lolly and
Rosamund are becoming friends as they build their Lego
kingdom because they had to share the room and the Legos.
And maybe that could be something we write about—a
memory of having to share something with somebody.”
“Yeah. Oh yeah, that’s a great idea. I’m going to start
a Google doc now because I want to add that writing idea,
and also I had another writing idea too based on what you
just said. What was their relationship in the beginning of the
book, do you remember?”
A moment of silence.
I tred again, attempting to jog their memories without

telling them outright what happened. “Remember with the
chocolates?”
“Oh yeah. She got that jalapeno covered chocolate on
‘accident’ and Lolly laughed at her with the other kids,”
Nessie said
“Right right. That was so mean. And now at the festival
Lolly is introducing Rose as his friend when people come up
and admire their Lego creation,” I said.
“And she also says that poem that’s also at the beginning
of the book and the title of the book,” said Chapter Chat.
“She does?! Show us where!” I was pretty excited about
this find that I completely missed.
“Umm, page 164.”
“Oh, yeah.” I did have the page dog-eared, but hadn’t
remembered it outright until Chapter Chat brought it up.
“Let’s read it.”
We read the section of the book where Rose explains
why she’s put little gold star stickers on her side of the Lego
model; she recites a poem from one of her Grandma’s books
that explains that when people die, they are buried, and they
become stars, stars beneath our feet.
Nessie remembered too. “Oh yeah, this is making me
think you should never judge a book by its cover.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, like when Lolly went over to Rose’s Grandma’s
house and there were all those books of poetry, and she lets
him take one, but he doesn’t think he’ll ever like it. But then
he starts reading one and really likes it and starts remembering
poems from those books. Like that. But also, at the beginning
he didn’t like Rose, but after they spend more time building
Legos together they become friends.”
“Indeed. There are many lessons I think Lolly is learning
here. Thanks for pointing that out, Chapter Chat, and thank
you Nessie, for helping us see that their relationship is helping
Lolly—and us—learn some important things too. I want to
see if I can ask y’all to think about this some more: in what
ways is Rose helping Lolly deal with his anger? So what does
Rose do when she’s angry?”
“She says a poem,” says one of the boys.
“Right. Remember when she was about to hit Sunny, and
Lolly says he sees her angry, but then all of a sudden she says
a poem?”
“Yeah.”
“Now what about Lolly? How does he deal with his
anger?”
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“Well, he’s mean to people. Like with his dad and his
dad’s girlfriend,” said Chapter Chat.
“Yeah, cause is he mad that his dad has a new girlfriend
and isn’t with his mom? Or what about his brother dying? He
could still be mad about that,” said Nessie.
“He’s being a bully, and I learned that bullies are people
who are angry about something else, like something that
happened in their childhood or something,” said Chapter
Chat.
“Right. They’re projecting their anger onto someone or
something else. And, yeah, Nessie, he could be totally angry
about those things, right? Has it ever happened to you that
you’re angry about one thing, but you can’t take it out on that
one thing, so you take it out on the next thing you can? That
happens all the time with me: I’m angry about something
that maybe happened at school, but I can’t express my anger
there, so then I snap at my husband when I get home—or get
off the Zoom call. But he didn’t do anything!”
“That happens all the time with my dad! I’ll just be sitting
there, and he’ll get mad at me for nothing!”
“That happens too with my brother!”
“Right! So it happens all the time, right? And so Lolly
deals with his anger, his very justifiable anger of his brother
getting killed, his dad dating someone else, by being mean
to other people. And Rose deals with her anger by reciting
poems. What about y’all? What do you do when you’re feeling
angry?”
“Well, usually I just try to walk away and play video
games or something so I don’t have to think about it.”
“Yeah, me too. I just go away and find something to do
so I don’t have to think about being angry.”
“Yeah, sometimes walking away and just not thinking
about it is a useful strategy. Can y’all try something for me this
week? A new way to handle your anger?” Both boys nodded, so
I continued. “The next time you get angry, instead of trying
to distract yourself from your anger, what about you try to sit
with it? So you take a deep breath, and think to yourself, I’m
angry, why am I angry, what’s going on?” Chapter Chat took
out his pencil and green sticky pad to write. Nessie grabbed a
scrap piece of paper. “Are y’all writing this down?!”
“Yeah, or I’ll forget!”
“And I will get angry this week!”
I laughed. “Y’all are great. Okay, so, when you get angry,
sit with it, okay?”
“And we’ll share next week?”
“Yeah, let’s do that.”
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I tried to approach each book club session the way
that the conversation above unfolded: I wasn’t planning on
talking with the boys about Lolly and Rosamund’s budding
friendship, or anger. In fact, it hadn’t occurred to me until
the conversation with the boys that Lolly and Rose are both
working through their anger in different ways, and it made
me think of things the boys and I often talked about at the
beginning of each book club meeting as we were checking
in and saying hello. Chapter Chat and Nessie are both little
brothers—Nessie also has a younger brother—and they often
express frustration at something that an older brother has
done or the way they’ve been sometimes ignored or blamed
by other family members. Initially, inspired by Chapter
Chat’s comment about how Lolly and Rose are becoming
friends, the boys started talking about how the characters are
working through difficult moments of their lives, and this
illuminated for me the theme of anger in the book. Although
Nessie’s and Chapter Chat’s life experiences don’t completely
match Lolly’s and Rose’s, I did see connections between how
they were all working through anger, so I wanted to lean into
that idea.
From our past conversations, I knew that when the boys
became angry, they stomped away, and engaged in some sort
of immersive activity—like video games—as a distraction
from the anger. This was different from how I was taught to
engage with my anger as a child, likely because I was in part
raised by my Buddhist father, and I wondered what would
happen if I suggested a different way to navigate moments
where we feel angry, especially as adolescents, when we don’t
really feel in control of our lives and are misunderstood, which
can spark feelings of anger—in adults, too. Since childhood, I
have been taught to sit with and be mindful of all my feelings,
using them as guides to investigate my actions and reactions.
So when I got angry as a kid, I was supposed to notice what
I was feeling, how my body was reacting (i.e., what was my
breath doing, what was going on with my hands and the
muscles in my face), what catalyzed the feeling, and how I
would react to the feeling. I wondered what would happen if
the boys did something like this too, so I asked them to give it
a try and we’d check in about it in our next meeting.
As a classroom teacher of high schoolers and now teacher
candidates, I’m not always open to classroom conversations
moving in ways that are completely unplanned, unfolding
like the conversation above about friendship, and eventually
anger. I often keep learning objectives, habits, and attitudes
at top of mind and then scaffold activities to help get us
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there. In talking with the boys, though, and letting their
own interests and questions guide our conversations, I am
engaging in a different kind of listening (Davies & Walker,
2007; Davis, 1997)—one that builds my own knowledge of
the content rather than just guiding the learners to particular
conclusions and skills. I know that there is value in both kinds
of facilitation on the part of the teacher, mostly because I am
indeed a disciple of backwards design (Wiggins & McTighe,
2005) and understand the powerful learning that can occur
when it is planned and those plans are enacted, but I struggle
in the classroom in letting go and letting the learners take
the primary lead, as I did in book club. For teacher candidates
especially, there are a certain set of stances, knowledges,
and skills that I feel—and the teacher preparation program
guidelines would agree—that candidates need to master
coming out of our class. But I also want to meet learners
where they are, acknowledging that they are coming to class
with their own knowledges, backgrounds, and experiences
(Muhammad, 2020). Working in these book clubs has
allowed me to reflect on the ways that I can support the
connections that readers make between themselves and the
book, and also how as a guide and facilitator I can ask them to
think in different ways about those ideas that move towards
our learning goals, should we have them in the more formal
setting of the classroom. In the final set of vignettes I discuss
ways that books can also help us look outward to our world,
and the role of thoughtful and intentional facilitation.
Connecting to Life Outside the Classroom, With Intention
In August 2020, the 6th graders and I were reading our
first book, Dragon Hoops, a graphic novel by Gene Luen Yang
(2020) that follows the Bishop O’Dowd High School boys’
basketball team on their state championship run in Yang’s
final year as a teacher at the school. While the book primarily
focuses on the boys’ team, Yang also offers readers a history
of basketball, his own (non)involvement in sports as a kid,
and glimpses into his life with his family. One of the chapters
of the book features the Bishop O’Dowd High School girls’
basketball team, who are also competing for a state title.
But, Yang notes, the girls’ team has won two titles and has
a player, Oderah Chidom—a sister of one of the players on
the boys’ team—who is the high school’s first All-American
player, male or female (p. 186). In book club, we start talking
about what kind of attention women players and teams get
compared to men players and teams:

“Wait. The US Women’s Soccer Team is way better than
the Men’s Team?” Nessie asked.
“Oh yeah. By a long-shot,” I said.
“Wait, what?” said Chapter Chat.
“I don’t get it. Then why aren’t they paid as much then?”
said Nessie.
“Well, let’s talk about that. Maybe checking out the girls’
basketball team in the book can help us see? What page should
we turn to to see more detail on the girls’ basketball team at
the school?”
One important element of book club was using the boys’
questions to drive our conversation, rather than inserting
my own agenda and ideas about what we should talk about.
As I note in the previous section, this wasn’t always one of
my go-to strategies as a high school English teacher. Early
in my career, I would plan out questions and important
passages that I wanted to draw students’ attention to. But I
knew this method didn’t align with my desire to center
students’ voices. I had a hard time figuring out how to teach
students how to ask questions themselves, though, because I
struggled with teaching them how to scaffold the questions
so that they could get more complex and sophisticated
throughout the unit; I felt this was a strong point in my
own teaching, but one I wasn’t able to teach to students. It
wasn’t until my eighth year of teaching, after reading Jim
Burke’s (2010) What’s the Big Idea?: Question-Driven Units
to Motivate Reading, Writing, and Thinking, that I finally
had a framework to verbalize different categories of questions
and to teach adolescent readers how to ask questions. Using
Burke’s distinction between factual, inductive, and analytical
questions, students and I crafted questions and used them as
conduits for discussion. These produced rich questions and
discussions.
For book club, though, I wanted the questions to come
informally, and having a small group of only three, including
me, afforded us the opportunity to hear each participant’s
question and address them together as a group; in a larger
classroom we picked and chose which questions to talk about
and sometimes students’ questions went unaddressed. But in
our book club we had luxuries that many teachers don’t have:
time and release from end-of-course state or district exams
that would have perhaps driven our questions more pointedly
in a particular direction. Being able to just listen to the boys’
questions and engage with them together felt studentcentered and allowed me to glimpse into their reading minds:
how were they understanding the text, what was standing
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out to them, what was important to them? What prior
knowledge did they have? Using the boys’ questions as a guide,
I supplemented our explorations with more information, as I
do in the excerpt above about the US Women’s Soccer Team,
and also attempted to bring us back to the book to help
contextualize and add more information to their questions,
helping them see that we could move between the book and
what was outside it, and that our understanding of the world
could be complemented by our reading of the book.
In the excerpt above, the book sparks our questions
about something outside the book: who gets sports publicity,
and why, as we talk about the chapter where Yang features
basketball stars who identify as women and who don’t get
as much publicity as basketball players who identify as men.
Yang shows us the history of women’s basketball and the
athleticism of Georgeann Wells, who made “the first dunk
by a woman in the history of college basketball” (p. 180). Yang
goes on to let us know that there was only one videographer
who captured the dunk on film and the VHS tape was sitting
for years in a basket on the floor in the home of the son of
the videographer, eventually posted in the Wall Street Journal
in 2009 as part of a story on Wells. None of us had ever heard
of Georgeann Wells before reading Dragon Hoops, and we
started to wonder why. Because Nessie is used to seeing the
US Men’s Soccer Team (or any professional sports team with
males) get attention, he assumes that they are the better team.
And it’s a fair assumption: why would reporters pay attention
to the team that’s not as good? It’s not until we unpacked the
idea that maybe the best players or team aren’t actually getting
the most attention, and why that is, that the boys begin to
question who gets attention and why that is so. Something in
the book sparks a conversation about something outside the
book, and we turn to other knowledge and the book to seek
ways to discuss the questions we have.
In March, the same group of 6th graders and I started
reading The Stars Beneath Our Feet by David Barclay Moore
(2015), a novel about Lolly and how friendship and creativity
help him navigate his grief and anger over the violent death
of his older brother. We began, as always:
“Okay, let’s start with questions. What questions came up
for you as you were reading?”
“I was surprised that there was a bad word in this book,”
said Chapter Chat.
“Ohhh! Okay! Let’s talk about that. Where do you see
the bad word?”
“It’s on page 9. His cousin says it to him. Why would you
26

LAJM, Fall/Winter 2021

say that bad word to your cousin?”
“Hold on, let me see,” I quickly scanned the page to see
what Chapter Chat is talking about, and what Chapter Chat
considered a ‘bad word.’ Oh. I see it. “Nessie, do you see it
too?” At the bottom. “Oh. The n-word. The bad word he says
is the n-word?”
“Yeah. Can we talk about that?”
Chapter Chat, who identifies as a Black boy, referred to
the n-word as a “bad word,” something we don’t ever say at all.
Nessie, who identifies as a white boy, didn’t have a memory
of ever hearing the word, not even in songs or movies. In this
part of the book Chapter Chat references, Lolly’s cousin, who
lives downstairs, barges into Lolly’s room while he is still
sleeping, sits on Lolly’s brother’s old bed, and then says the
n-word as he calls him out on not actually being asleep.
As a high school English teacher, I’ve had similar
conversations with 11th and 12th graders: who gets to say
the n-word? What does it mean? Does it mean the same
for everybody? I wasn’t quite sure how to have the same
conversation with 6th graders, a conversation that is
important for them to rehearse and have as we read books
that bring up these questions about language and race and
power. The book we read before this one was Clean Getaway
(Stone, 2020), where we talked about the current existence of
racism. I reminded them of that conversation and our reading
of Clean Getaway and attempted to convey an explanation of
how the n-word was originally used and came to become a
racial epithet. I noted that people in some Black communities
have reappropriated the word, and that when we hear or see
the word, we need to pay attention to who’s speaking and how
they articulate the ending of the word (i.e., do they pronounce
it with a hard -er or with an -a?). The boys nodded as I relayed
some history, then I asked them to ask their parents about
the word and why they don’t use it and report back the next
time we meet. This short conversation about the n-word,
what it means and who gets to use it was driven by the boys’
interest in language. I was able to offer information about
the word and its history from my own studies of language
and the practice I had in parallel conversations with older
students. Book club became a space where the boys could ask
questions about the world, sparked by our reading of books.
And because conversations about race and racism and white
supremacy came up every now and again, it didn’t become a
big deal to talk about it.
While conversations about race, racism, and white
supremacy occurred every so often with the 6th grade boys,
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in almost every meeting with the 8th graders we talked about
it. As a high school English teacher, I planned and curated
these conversations because of the sheer number and diversity
of thought with more students per class. With the 8th graders,
though, we started with their questions and ran with it. In
August, when we had just started book club, the boys and I
were reading Red Queen (Aveyard, 2015), the first book of
the series by the same name. The fantasy series follows the
protagonist, Mare, as she becomes part of a group of citizens
rebelling against those in positions of power. The boys had
initially wanted to read War Storm, the fourth book in the
series, but then decided that we should start at the beginning.
Within the first reading, the 8th graders were already making
comparisons between the book and life outside our Zoom
room:
“This is just like systemic racism,” said Jack.
“What do you mean?” I pressed.
“Like, the Reds are discriminated against just because
of the color of their blood, and the Silvers have power just
because of the color of their blood. So they can’t control it,
but Reds live in total poverty because of it and Silvers rule over
them.”
“Yeah. You want to talk about it?”
Jack, who identifies as a white boy (and Nessie’s brother),
notes that the use of the color of blood to separate the Reds
and the Silvers mirrors our own systemic racism. I didn’t even
know they were familiar with this term. Tyler, who identifies
as a Black boy (and Chapter Chat’s brother), and Jack both
let me know that they pay attention to race and systemic
racism—it’s on the news, they tell me; George Floyd was
killed, they tell me; there are riots and protests in the streets,
they tell me. Knowing that they had this prior knowledge as
we started a series I was personally only lukewarm about, I
found myself looking forward to what other caste and racial
comparisons we were going to find. I was also curious about
what we’d do with these comparisons, especially as fantasy and
science fiction/speculative fiction genres offer commentary
on our world. Would the boys catch the other comparisons as
they would inevitably exist in the book? Could I maintain the
boys’ lead on the conversations and not want to nerd out with
all the parallels to life outside the text? About seven months
and four books later, the boys decide to read Stamped: Racism,
Antiracism, and You: A remix of the National Book AwardWinning Stamped From the Beginning (Kendi & Reynolds,
2020).
“So I’m really excited that we’re reading this, but we

should talk first about that this book is going to be difficult
to read in some places because of the ideas the author presents
in this book,” I said.
“Yeah,” Tyler said, “But it’s important to talk about it.”
“Totally agreed”
“We’re the future. We need to see racism stop with us,”
said Tyler.
“We talk about this at school too,”said Jack.
“Oh yeah? In English class?”
“No, in social studies”
“And how are those conversations?”
“They get really intense,” Jack said.
“Yeah, sometimes people have ideas that I’m just, shaking
my head,” Tyler said.
“Well, I’m glad you’re talking about it at school, and I’m
glad we’re going to talk about it here too”
I was nervous about reading Stamped with the boys.
It’s one thing to talk about race, systemic racism, and caste
supremacy in a fantasy series; it’s another to talk about it in
nonfiction because then we have to encounter a reality where
people who look like one of our book club members are
systematically discriminated against by programs and policies
set up by people who look like another one of our book club
members. I felt the same sort of nervousness in the spring of
2014—three months before Michael Brown was shot—the
first time students in AP Lang (11th grade) asked me what
was going on with the shooting of Black people and could
we please talk about it in class? Like then-NCTE President
Jocelyn Chadwick (2018) noted in her Annual Conference
keynote, students are ready for these kinds of conversations
and are asking for it in their English classrooms. They were
certainly asking for it in our book club, wanting to understand
more about the history of racism so that they could fight it.
It turned out that the Red Queen series prepared us well
to talk about real-life systemic racial and caste hierarchies.
Towards the end of the series we were just reading the final
books because we had already committed and couldn’t not
finish at this point in time, even though I asked the boys if
they just wanted to move on. In April, I asked them, “Dare
I say that our reading of the Red Queen series has prepared
us to encounter the complexity of themes in power, love,
motivation, and greed?!” These were themes that kept
coming up for us in our reading of the Red Queen series and
Stamped. Not only were we able to use books to connect to life
outside our Zoom room, but our reading of a fantasy series
that offered a social commentary on our lives offered us an
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analogous way and preview to talk about the actual systemic
racism that occurs daily and how to trace that systemic racism
to its origins.
Book club, for the 6th graders, for the 8th graders, and
for me, offered us a space to explore ideas in books that were
related to what we were seeing outside the book: books as
our DeLoreans transported us and sparked conversations we
might not have otherwise had (Rosenblatt, 1995; Shalaby,
2017); allowed us to learn more about systems that affect how
we move in the world; and enabled us to come to a greater
understanding of ourselves, others, and the world (Freire &
Macedo, 1987; Muhammad, 2020).
What Book Club Has Meant to Me
When I titled a Google doc the same way I’ve titled this
section, both sets of boys laughed at me. Okay, okay, I said—
I’ll change it to something less cheesy. What about What I’ve
Learned in Book Club? They agreed that was better, and we
started to write in the shared doc.
Part of what Nessie wrote includes: “In dragon hoops [sic]
I also learned that the first real basketball was made from a
bicycle company in 1894 and the first basketball hoop besides
peach baskets was made in 1898….Also in clean getaway [sic] I
just learned that each one of us is more than the worst thing
we’ve ever done, meaning we are more than a mistake that we
made, we just have to learn from it and not do it again.” In
addition to writing that he has learned to love books after a
period of never reading books, Chapter Chat also wrote, “In
Swindle when Griffin said that kids don’t have a voice I had
a connection because sometimes I point something out or say
something and people just completely ignore me.”
Tyler wrote, “Book Club has opened my eyes to not only
the problems within the book but the problems the world is
currently facing. I have learned that I have to listen and take
in all the facts so that I can truly understand what is going
on. Knowing this has allowed me the chance to gain a better
understanding of perspective and how it can better me as a
person. I can also use this newfound knowledge to help those
around me become their best selves….I not only learned
more myself but the world I live in. I have seen the beauty
and the flaws of the world, and I intend to either preserve
them or fix them with the limited power I have….I have to say
before coming across this book club, I was lost and somewhat
isolated from the world because of the CoronaVirus, but when
I was welcomed into this community per-say with open arms.
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I felt like I wasn’t alone, I started to realize that people are
going through the same thing as me. This experience has
shown me the truth either like it or not about myself and
the world around me, so I am thankful for that and so many
other things.”
Jack shared, “Being a part of this book club has really
made me realize still how far our society has to go from a
racial standpoint. Stamped gave us a lot of detail from the past
but when you look at it you notice that lots of those things are
still issues people face in our country today….After we finished
th[e Red Queen] series we moved on to the Stamped book.
While reading Stamped I realized that the Red Queen series
was very similar in the sense of 2 groups, white and black.
In the same way as in The Red Queen the slaves did all the
work but with 0 pay. Having a fantasy twist on racism was eye
opening.”
The boys were given the space to talk about books, driven
by their interests and questions, and had remarkable insights
to share; their reflections at the end of the school year showed
that they learned about themselves and others, learned to
love reading again, saw themselves in the books, and found
community in the group we created.
When I started organizing book club with the boys, it was
almost entirely for selfish reasons: as a high school English
teacher I didn’t read YA books with students, but a couple
sessions at the ALAN Conference after the annual NCTE
convention and a couple years teaching preservice teachers
convinced me that I had been seriously missing out on some
beautiful and important stories and voices. In addition to
reading with the boys, I am part of an adult book club that
almost exclusively reads YA—I’m trying to make up for lost
time here. Although I can read on my own, the groups offer
me an opportunity to talk about the books with others, which
has been especially important during the pandemic, as Tyler
also notes, where I spend most days in my office, teaching
from Zoom and attending meetings the same way. Book
clubs offered community, connection, and support with an
intellectual community of readers—adults and adolescents.
From the interactions with Chapter Chat, Nessie, Tyler,
and Jack, book clubs offered me a way to rethink what it
means to teach and to reconsider my role as a teacher. As a
high school English teacher and secondary English preservice
teacher educator, I write daily lesson plans and map out class
sessions to the minute, rarely deviating too far from the
lesson. But in this new Zoom space, the boys and I decided on
the agenda, they asked the questions, we had a conversation,
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and I was there to guide them when their existing knowledge
sometimes came up short (i.e., when the 6th graders told me
that racism doesn’t exist anymore). Unlike in formal teaching
settings, I hadn’t read the books beforehand, didn’t come up
with an essential question, hadn’t planned an assessment,
didn’t connect learning objectives to Common Core State
Standards; we just read and talked about books, learning
more about ourselves, each other, and the world, creating a
community along the way.
There is value for both kinds of space in the English
classroom: space that is mapped and planned, where a teacher
uses their skills to design and deploy lessons to help students
develop their identities, skills, intellectualism, criticality,
and joy (Muhammad, 2020). But there is also space to let
the learners’ questions—as unpredictable as they are—lead
the way. As frightening as it was sometimes, there is room
to relinquish control of the classroom. I consider this idea
often, and what this could look like if I were back in a
secondary English Language Arts classroom: to scaffold
students’ questions as they read and discuss texts so that our
conversations could driven by their own interests; to use
texts as models, mentors, and inspiration for writing; to
write alongside students as we share writing with each other,
offering praise and asking questions; and to bridge the world
of the book with the world of the self in order to learn more
about ourselves, others, and the world.
As I continue to teach preservice teachers in high-stakes
settings, where it matters very much what they know and what
they can do because of how their learning shapes the learning
of adolescent students in their care, I am learning to balance
the planned and the unplanned—to let students lead, and to
serve as their Doc Brown—to know when my knowledge and
expertise is needed and important, and when theirs is.
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i.

While gender is a socialized construct, the participants
in this study identify as boys. There were no participants
in the book club who identified as girls or as nonbinary
persons.
ii. The boys’ names are pseudonyms, which they selected.
iii. The decision to have the boys select the next book was
also informed by reading with my niece, who I had been
tutoring all year for 9th grade ELA. Her class was moving slowly, so we had decided to read YA books on the
side and talk about them during our tutoring time. She
picked the first book (We Were Liars by E. Lockhart)
and we sped through it. I selected the second (The Poet
X by Elizabeth Acevedo) to form an intertextual text set
with what she was reading in school (Romeo & Juliet).
After expressing initial interest, she eventually stopped
reading the book. She kept promising me that she would
read, but when I suggested that perhaps it was because I
picked it out rather than her and that maybe it wasn’t
something she was completely into; she acknowledged
that that might be true. I finished the book on my own
and we had a conversation where I convinced her it’s
okay to stop reading a book she wasn’t that into.
iv. As a person who does not identify as holding membership in a Black community, I do not find myself authorized to say or write the n-word, and so will not include
here the quotation from the book.
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